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But some still stand against the rise of the New 
Order. Indeed the greater the darkness the brighter 
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vision of hope now barely dreamed of... 


Meanwhile, way out in the High Wild of space, 
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machines. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
The Child of Jih 


A; FIRST THE living Prophetship couldn’t tell how long 
She had been unconscious. Mere seconds, probably. 
But as Child of Jin regained her senses, she groggily 
observed three things about her condition: 

One. She was falling like a stone out of a crazy- 
blue sky. 

Two. Smoke poured from her scarred wings and 
body - the skin blackened from having entered the 
atmosphere too fast and too steep. 

Three. Her Field Net had collapsed, meaning the 
Prophetship had no means of arresting her free-fall. 

Dizziness washed the ship’s mind, made worse 
by the nausea of a flat spin through thickening air. 
Hard to think straight with a whole world racing up 
at you in ever greater detail, a whole world of rising 
panic. Child of Jih tore through a cloud trailing 
vapour from her wing-tips, blinking fast to clear her 
vision. 

/’m out of control, she thought. We’re falling to 
our deaths and I’ve no way of stopping us... 


Despite her youth, Child of Jih had honed her 
reflexes through the tail-end of a war. She had 
Survived more close calls than she cared to 
remember. Instinctively, muscles and_ skeleton 
Started to flex until her body-wing tilted less 
Shallowly into the air, allowing her to grab at more 
atmosphere until the Prophetship somehow pulled 
herself out of the spin. Good. At least her stomach 
didn’t feel like throwing up any longer. Now, to see 
about restarting the Field Net before she hit the 
ground at several hundred miles an hour. 

Wrapped around the length of the living ship’s 
Spine, the Primary Charge Coil lay ominously silent 
when she queried it for information. Finally she 
squirted a little Flow from a secondary coil until the 
Primary woke up at last, and it started replying with 
self-diagnosing nerve impulses that told her nothing 
but bad news. 

The Primary Coil was depleted, along with most of 
the auxiliary coils. Worse though, rather than 
recharging from the electrical magnetic background 
of her immediate environment - in this case, the 
asteroid’s charged atmosphere - the coils were 
instead being blocked of Flow by a sequence of 
ruptured nerve bundles. Which was just about as 
bad as it could be. 

She had no means of restarting the Field Net by 
herself. 

Don’t panic, don’t panic. 

Panicking, she switched to internal sensors and 
looked for crew through the winding cavities of her 
body, hoping to call the first person she spotted for 


help. But what Child of Jih glimpsed in the rooms and 
passageways inside of her was so shocking that 
instead she froze in terror. 

Corpses of the crew lay strewn throughout her 
interior; some blackened and burnt by the plasma 
discharges that had made it through her shielding, 
others killed by the high-G turns she had needed to 
pull in order to escape the battle. 

No one moved, not a single one. 

‘Crazycloud,’ the Prophetship finally managed to 
Say through her internal chatternet, her voice 
hushed by emotions. 

If anyone was still alive inside it was the 
holographic captain, Crazycloud, legendary veteran 
of the Neverwar. But when the ship switched to the 
flight deck’s sensors she found the foreward deck to 
be empty, and air sweeping in through a ragged 
gaping hole in the side. 

The holographic captain’s mobile projector had 
been blown into space during the fight, along with 
their young pilot, Janseen. 

Still falling - her body-wing drawing a rising moan 
from the air that it sheared through - Child of Jih 
mourned for her dead. 

Oh Father, the Shal Prophetship prayed from her 
deepest core. Oh Jih Most High and Most Holy, 
receive and honour them in power and glory, Amen. 
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Most of the crew had died in the final moments of 
battle. Child of Jin remembered it now as flashes of 
memory came back to her unexpectedly; the starry 
vacuum of space and her body wrapped by a 
monstrous shadow while blinding crackles of plasma 
enveloped them both in pain beyond her enduring; 
a spiralling death embrace she was unable to break 
free from, even as she could hear the mounting 
fatalities of her crew - the screams of her people 
perishing through energy discharges, explosive 
vacuums, and wild panic. 

Each loss marked by her own stifled scream. 

Typhon was the beast’s name. Largest of the 
Great Solar Dragons yet to emerge from the Koronis 
Rift - that screaming singularity of nothingness from 
which all things diabolical had emerged to torment 
the living during the war. 

For a fortnight now it had hunted her through the 
Shatterzone, finally catching up as she wove a 
course through a denser region of the asteroid field 
known as the Shoals. Child of Jin hadn’t even seen it 
at first, and then the beast was almost on her - a 
Shadow diving out of the sun’s’ glare’ with 
outstretched wings and claws and fangs glittering. 
At the last moment she had wrenched to one side to 
miss the worst of the attack, though she still 
Sustained a raking wound across one wing. After 
that, she survived a further number of seconds by 
dancing with the Great Solar Dragon through the 
tumbling rock field, while it blasted her with plasma 
fire and she replied with her own shots of crackling 
Supercharged Flow, searing the beast but getting 


seared just as badly or worse in return, unable to 
escape the plasma barrage until she could barely 
see from the pain and the shocks and there seemed 
no space in between them. At last, like a punch- 
drunk fighter staggering on shaky legs, she was 
forced to get right back close to the Dragon again, 
and then, insanely, to embrace it in a clinch that at 
least checked its fire. 

There were times in life when terror overrode your 
will and body so entirely it made a slave of you, and 
this was one of them. In those desperate fiery 
moments with the Great Solar Dragon’s wings 
tightening around her in a straining, spinning high-G 
turn, the beast’s psychic rage tore away the last of 
her courage even as it ripped and tore at her living 
flesh. The terror became a white lightening, and 
through it she glimpsed a pair of burning holes that 
were eyes blazing with a malevolence feeding on all 
living things, and the beast rearing its maw to take 
another chunk from her wing, to devour her bite by 
bite; and Child of Jin turned, turned, spinning them 
both as she tried not to die ... 

It was the Father’s prompting that had told her 
what to do in those moments of madness. One last 
final offering of faith cast on the wind to save her life 
- an overload of her Field Net, using the entirety of 
her remaining Charge shaped into a directed pulse. 

A Flow Lance. 

The energy overload cost her some ruptured 
nerve bundles along her Charge Coil, and who knew 
what else. But it also speared the monster straight 
through its belly at point blank range, shocking it 


enough that it recoiled in pain and Child of Jih 
managed to break free. 

Within seconds, she had flung herself into the 
atmosphere of this passing little world, where her 
Field Net had finally collapsed during the fiery entry 
of the upper atmosphere, forcing her to pass out 
from the G-forces of deceleration. Now, without 
power, the battered Prophetship was as useless as a 
dead rock dropped from orbit, with the bodies of her 
crew jostling and shaking in dim imitations of life 
inside of her while the Great Solar Dragon itself - the 
cause of all those losses - remained nowhere to be 
seen. 

Meanwhile, Child of Jin plummeted to her death. 

The ground really was approaching fast. Child of 
Jih noticed it through her bleary forward optics: a 
soot-blackened landscape wrapped within the 
bounds of a tight horizon, entirely blank and devoid 
of features except for a distant metropolis gleaming 
in the sunlight like a diamond ring. This world was a 
Small one, not even a world at all but an oversized 
asteroid tumbling though the Shatterzone. Too small 
to have an atmosphere by itself, it must be 
manufacturing an atmosphere and gravity within 
artificial fields for the benefit of its Humani colonists, 
so that the Prophetship could feel air rushing cool 
and soothing over her burnt skin. 

She realised that she knew this world. Knew it 
well enough that it was on her list of Worst Places To 
Die. 

Do something then. 


It came as a command, a need for action that 
would arrest her freefall. Though all she could do just 
then was flex and tilt through the air until she was at 
least - in some fashion - gliding downwards rather 
than entirely plummeting, with her body-wing 
straining against the extra pressure building 
beneath it. Pain shot through her wrenching 
muscles, flaring from her many wounds, but she 
could hold it, barely, and at least the semi-glide 
would give a few more seconds before she hit the 
ground. A few more seconds to work with. 

Work with what, though? What could she do now? 

‘Child! You there?’ 

The male voice came from inside of her; slurred, 
seemingly fighting through pain. Child of Jjih 
Switched to the visual sensors in the long chamber 
of her spine. It was her bioengineer, Babbatunde, 
risen from the dead all bloody and battered, and 
struggling to fix one of the ruptured nerve bundles. 

‘Babbatunde!’ 

‘Child!’ yelled the Shal bioengineer over his 
Shoulder with sweat raining from his dreadlocks. 

Her spirit soared just to see him standing there 
alive. Babbatunde had been her rock throughout her 
service tour in the war. The bioengineer was her 
foundation, hidden mostly beneath the surface but 
always there to rely on when she needed him most. 
In that moment, a sudden airpocket kicked the ship 
around and Babbatunde staggered to keep his feet, 
but Child of Jin righted again, and tilted herself just a 
little extra to help him back to the ruptured nerve 
bundle. The Shal grasped it with a grunt, and with 


Slippery hands wrapped a pressure patch around its 
bleeding flank. 

‘Is it just me, woman,’ the bioengineer panted, ‘or 
are we falling fast?’ 

‘I’ve lost my Field Net, Babbatunde. Can you 
restore the Flow?’ 

Another grunt of effort. ‘That’s what I’m trying to 
do...’ 

‘Hurry then. We’re dead without it.’ 

‘Hurry, she says. Like that helps me do this any 
faster.’ 

He was sweating so badly he had to shake his 
eyes to clear them. The least she could do was cool 
him down some, so Child of Jin routed a breeze of air 
from her refrigeration lung and directed it into the 
long spinal chamber. In the higher frequencies of 
light, the Shal shone like a burning arc-torch as he 
worked. He had the Shine on him, the Anointing, and 
when she saw it she knew they were going to be 
Okay, that Babbatunde was going to restore the Flow 
and they were going to live. 

Hope angled Child of Jin towards the distant city, 
still falling fast. 

From this height, the city covered most of the 
asteroid’s northern hemisphere and seemed 
constructed entirely from crystal. Next to the sprawl 
lay a spaceport with its towers and comm spires now 
rising above the horizon. It was tricky gauging her 
altitude through sight alone - the asteroid’s smooth 
black plains offered nothing for comparison even by 
way of rocks or craters, save for bands of ripples 
that may have been dunes rushing up towards her. 


‘Try it now!’ yelled Babbatunde. 

She fired another tentative nerve command to 
the Charge Coil along her spine. All at once the Flow 
Surged and the Prophetship became fully alive 
again, her Field Net crackling around her like a coat 
of flaming fur only visible in the higher wavelengths 
of light. Strength revitalised her flagging muscles. 
Confidence restored her sense of mission. Deftly 
tuning the Flow’s wild conflagration of electrical 
wave-lengths into something useful in a low-G 
atmosphere, Child of Jin flexed the Field Net and 
Shaped it beneath her ever more broadly so that she 
Slowed gradually, gently, coming in with the grace 
of a bird on a wind of gravity-defying energies. 

Dry your tears, Child. You have work to do. 


- 


From the city spaceport came sudden bursts of 
comm chatter, automated aircontrol crackling for 
attention. Shuttles rose from the port’s outer spokes 
and headed into orbit. Lines of airbuses bustled 
back and forth between its many passenger 
terminals and the crystal city itself, above which the 
SuN was dropping remarkably fast. 

Now that she had a moment to catch her breath, 
Child of Jin scanned the blue skies for signs of her 
pursuer. She could see no sign of the beast, though, 
and more comm requests pressed for attention from 
the spaceport. She couldn’t risk drawing attention to 


herself, not here on a hostile Humani world of the 
New Order, so she answered the air control’s queries 
with one of her many fake port passes and flight 
logs, praying they would work, and held her breath 
until they sent back clearance to land. Good. 

Still, a disguise would be needed too. It would 
hardly be fitting to touch down on Humani ground 
only to be recognised as one of the last of the Rogue 
Prophetships, rare survivor of the Neverwar and still 
very much on active duty. With a rapid command 
sequence sent to her Cloak, Child of Jih threw up a 
holographic illusion around her body, so that she 
resembled nothing more than an innocent Humani 
light freighter coming in from the cold of the High 
Wild. A flimsy deception when seen across the full 
spectrum of radiation - not enough to fool a Great 
Solar Dragon, certainly - but most others would 
simply see the disguise itself. 

Suitably camouflaged, Child of Jih followed the 
feed of landing instructions towards her allotted 
berth, passing over the outer spokes of the 
Spaceport where rows of heavy transports and 
shuttles lay in service, hooked up to transfer cables 
and surrounded by the moving, flashing specks of 
maintenance droids. A large and busy port for all the 
size of the world - this asteroid that was actually the 
largest diamond ever discovered, a fast-spinning 
diamond bigger than any mountain, coated in a 
layer of compacted carbon. 

Spin City, they called this colonised asteroid on 
the edge of the Shatterzone, owing to its insanely 
rapid spin which caused the sun to rise and set here 


every thirty-two minutes - and the stars to spin 
dizzily overhead in its abSence. Once only a rugged 
mining frontier on the outer reaches of New Order 
Space, it had since grown into a famed Humani 
tourist attraction for gambling and indulgences, 
known as a place where anything was permissible, 
even human sacrifice, and replete with diamond 
Skyscrapers and casino vice hubs larger than 
Stadiums. As though that wasn’t bad enough, it was 
the beginning of the Bloody Season too, and so the 
place was even more thronged than ever, with the 
blood of public immolations no doubt already 
beginning to flow. 

Even from here, Child of Jin could see the city’s 
central ziggurat rising above its many skyscrapers, 
an unmistakable sign of the New Order. This ziggurat 
was unique though in having been carved from a 
single solid diamond. It was mostly transparent, and 
the entire edifice shone remarkably as the sun 
dropped fast behind it. A beautiful sight, in spite of 
what would likely be happening in its upper temple 
even now - human beings sacrificed alive to a dark 
and ancient undergod. 

The Rogue Prophetship shuddered in her skin. 

Charos the Adversary. Charos The Insane, The 
Insatiable, The Eater of the Light. Charos The Great 
Devouring Asshole of Worlds. That mighty fallen 
Spirit secretly behind the rise of the New Order; that 
brilliant cosmic intelligence gone horribly wrong. 
Insanely addicted to every vice and craving, corrupt 
yet prouder than any other in creation, hating Jih the 


Creator even as it tried to usurp His position with its 
own inverted unreality of lies; Charos the Ungodly. 

No doubt the undergod’s most dedicated 
followers would be pridefully strident now it was the 
Bloody Season once again across his realm. The 
Eaters of the Light, they called and fashioned 
themselves - those humans and Shal secretly in 
league with the undergod against life itself. Another 
year of strip-harvesting the worlds from under the 
noses of the mindwashed populations they ruled 
over - and now those Shal worlds under occupation 
as well - and here was the culmination of it all, the 
yearly peak revel, the pinnacle of rewards for those 
who had sold out their own species to the Adversary 
whether knowingly or unknowingly. A month-long 
festival of bloody murder and debauchery and self- 
worship that was also beast worship that was 
ultimately worship of their depraved undergod. 

A month of madness which would negatively 
charge all of New Order space with a dark energy, 
adding to the oppressive overshadow that already 
hung over everything, and only further widening 
and deepening the Koronis Rift. 

For days now, that winged monstrosity of 
Shadowlight pursuing her - Typhon the Great Solar 
Dragon, servant of the undergod - had been 
increasingly charged, increasingly strengthened, the 
closer to New Order space they flew. Child of Jih had 
felt it, even as her own strength, her own certainty 
in her mission, had only seemed to lessen, subdued 
by something like a chill settling deep in her bones. 


Outmatched as the Prophetship already found 
herself to be, her pursuer grew ever stronger and 
faster than before. 

Still, her faith remained burning like a torch in the 
night. She knew how the Most High favoured 
working through disadvantage more than any 
strength, through underdogs more than bullies. 

In her weakness, Child of Jih would be granted 
power. 


- 


Jostling for attention, holo-ads floated before Child of 
Jih while she hurried over a small spaceyard right on 
the edges of the port, not far from the city itself. 
They only cleared from her way when she dropped 
towards her allotted berth as nimble and light as a 
falling leaf, drifting down amongst the other parked 
hulks to settle onto a dusty empty lot. With a sigh of 
her gills - which sent litter and carbon dust flying - 
the disguised Prophetship settled her extended feet 
onto the concrete surface, her claws of living keratin 
splaying against the weight. 

Again some chatter burst through the comms. 
The ship replied briskly, then sent a payment of 
credits for a twenty hour stay. She doubted she 
could risk any longer than that. 

Behind and through the distant crystal ziggurat, a 
dazzling halo declared the last of the sun’s light to 
anyone who was looking. Child of Jin had barely 


touched feet to the ground and already she could 
feel the subtle effects of entrainment fields pressing 
upon her psyche. Like all worlds of the New Order, 
the city and spaceport were flooded with 
mindwashing fields aimed at_ the _ invisible 
manipulation of the population. Moods foreign to her 
own competed for her mind while alien desires vied 
for domination. One impulse prompted her to visit a 
particular Vice Hub with the sudden realisation that 
She was certain to win a vast prize in money. 
Another tempted her to the delights of a famed Sin 
Street, with sudden impulses of illicit, perverted 
lusts. 

Beneath it all ran the local ground control 
entrainment, soothing in its suggestions for 
conformity, edgy with anxious worry about stepping 
out of line. 

Whispers upon whispers upon whispers’ of 
electromagnetic signals, broadcast using the most 
bio-harmful wavelengths possible to the Humani 
body. 

Thank Jih she was immune to many of their 
effects, being Shal and not Humani. Still, a vague 
headache was already starting to settle across her 
brain, even with all the shielding surrounding it, 
even amongst her many wounds and aches. Child of 
Jih was glad she would not be here for long. 

In twenty hours she could at least patch up the 
worst of her injuries and regather her wits. The crew 
Situation was another matter again. Without a 
minimal working crew, the ship doubted she could 
even evade the pursuit of the Solar Dragon, never 


mind reaching her final objective of the prison moon 
that circled distant Chole. 

Hardening her heart to the grief that it caused 
her, Child of Jin accessed the local Mainline using an 
anonymous and untraceable virtual connection; 
something that would allow her to do some serious 
hacking across the city. While she was at it, she also 
Snapped open a great big holosign above her 
holographic ship disguise, a sign so- grossly 
oversized it would be spotted from miles away. Three 
towering words in Humani Standard spun _ lazily 
through the air: 


SHIP 
HIRING 


CREW! 


—== 


SHAL LIVING PROPHETSHIP 


CHILD OF JIT 


: SKY DECK 


SERVING CAPTAIN SHIP DECKS 


~ SKY DECK (fore/aft) 
- SPINE (ore/att) 

- FLIGHT DECK (fore) 
Ve CREW + CORE (subdeck) 


- LOWER DECKS (fore) 
SEED DATE - HOLDS (aft) 


REGULAR CREW 





TWO 
Chauley-Chauley 


Hey-ey, CHAULEY-CHAULEY, you still there my friend?’ 

‘Yep,’ panted young Chauley. ‘Still here.’ 

In his hurry the boy had collided with a hardlight 
street advertisement, spinning himself around as the 
strutting holographic model for Gunk Underwear 
popped out of existence with a clap of air. Chauley 
Straightened himself again, making a_ point of 
ignoring all the pedestrians now flowing around him 
with glares behind their face masks, people angered 
because he had held up their lives by a single 
footstep, a sudden swerve, a skipped beat of the 
heart. 

With a forked tongue, an old black-haired witch 
even hissed in his face like he had plague and cast 
her hand into a ritual curse. 

‘So much anger out here,’ Chauley muttered for 
the benefit of the voicepip on his collar, trying to 
calm himself. If he wasn’t more careful he would 
gain the attention of the city Watchgrid or someone 
would simply report him for breaking social 
distancing, and that would be that, so he slowed his 


pace at last and tried to reenter the flow of 
pedestrian traffic without bumping into anyone or 
anything else - hardly an easy task though, not 
when most people had their heads down and their 
eyes wide shut, engrossed in the flashing arrows 
along the paving or in the holo-lenses glittering like 
chips of ice before their stares, half lost in the virtual 
worlds of the Mainline. Strange to think how back 
not so long ago he’d used to scoff at all the poor 
normies trudging the streets, following the flowing 
directions like mindless drones. And now here he 
was, one of them. 

‘I’ve been famous since | was, like, five. Everyone 
pretending they loved me. Everyone pretending the 
world was a fun place to be. But | never knew how it 
really was out here until this last month.’ 

‘Yeah, anger, fear, greed,’ replied the woman's 
voice from the pip in his ear. ‘And not all of that 
angst is entrainment-grade emotional manipulation 
either. You drop two million tourist pilgrims from all 
over the Spectrum into the heart of Spin City at the 
start of the Bloody Season, and fill their heads with 
ideas about self-entitled gluttony, sacrificing others 
before themselves, hyped social contagions like 
Superflu and being winners not losers - and some 
hostile crowds are the least you’re going to end up 
getting. Please, you watch yourself out there 
Chauley. Some people will be out for blood tonight, 
and the younger the blood the better.’ 

‘| hear you.’ 

Indeed, even as she had been speaking, the 
streets had begun to take on the awful appearance 


of being washed in blood. It was only an illusion 
though, a trick of the light - an effect of the sun 
already setting again on this fast spinning diamond 
asteroid of a world, dropping in a fiery brilliance 
behind all the translucent buildings of brushed 
crystal and the great Ziggurat towering high 
overhead. 

Pursued by a falling darkness of night that would 
last for the next thirty-two minutes, young Chauley 
hurried onwards. 

‘This is Missy-D here, giving you the weekly Truth 
Serum over every layer of the Freenet that will have 
us. If you’re just joining our livefeed now, well you’ve 
chosen the best time to tune in to the show ever, 
trust me, because we're talking with the most 
famous person we've had or will likely ever have 
again - no less than the child star Chauley-Chauley 
himself! You wondered where the most famous 
twelve-year-old across the whole Spectrum had 
vanished for the last while? Well, here he _ is! 
Chauley!’ 

‘Hey Missy.’ 

‘For those of you only joining us now, let me 
explain that Chauley is out on the streets of Spin 
City somewhere, where he’s being pursued by forces 
unknown who tracked him down shortly after we 
began this interview. Those same forces also seem 
intent on shutting this livefeed down, at least if the 
level of blocking attacks against us is anything to go 
by. We’re losing layers even as | speak so things 
might get choppy out there, but stay with us folks, 


some Freenet mythology is being made live right 
here as you listen. Now Chauley -’ 

‘Yeah!’ 

‘Can you confirm if you’re still being followed by a 
drone?’ 

‘Yeah. It’s still behind me by a little distance.’ 

Oval in shape and bright dayglo orange in colour, 
the drone pursuing him resembled nothing more 
than one of the footballs used in the weekly 
Murderball League, though this one hadn’t been 
thrown by some bleeding, drug-crazed jock but was 
instead floating over the crowds of tourists and 
workers propelled by jets of air, still following what 
faint trace of his roaming signal could be discerned 
through all the other chaotic mobile transmissions of 
the street. 

‘And Chauley, tell me, are you suited up right 
now or would you rather keep that information to 
yourself?’ 

The boy winced, still sore about that particular 
Subject. She meant was he wearing a holosuit to 
project a false public image over his real one. 
Holosuits were highly illegal unless you had the right 
license to wear one, though that didn’t stop 
freelifers from using them to get around. Chauley’s 
own suit had been stolen by a fellow freelifer in the 
last month of living rough, along with the majority of 
his money. And everything else he owned had 
burned along with the stealth camp he had fled from 
only half an hour previously, so that now he owned 
next to nothing, except for what he wore and what 
remained in his pockets. In almost every way, he 


was an ex-billionaire reduced to the state of a street 
bum. 

Young Chauley swallowed around a lump in his 
throat and tried to speak with a mouth that had 
suddenly lost all semblance of moisture. ‘Well, I’m 
just wearing a regular holo-face at the moment. But 
it seems to be holding up. At least no one has 
recognised me yet.’ 

‘Good. And hopefully whoever it is_ that’s 
pursuing you hasn’t made a visual ID either. Though 
if they’re still after you, they must still have a partial 
lock on your phone signal. Maybe we_ should 
continue the interview in a little while, when you've 
managed to lose your tail?’ 

Maybe there was never going to be a better time, 
young Chauley reflected. Certainly whoever owned 
that drone wanted him stopped now that they knew 
he was talking, and willing to disclose their filthy 
secrets live on air. 

‘Nah. Now’s good. Let’s keep this livefeed going 
while we can.’ 

‘| applaud your bravery, Chauley. I’m sure our 
listeners do too.’ 

Maybe ya’ all could send me some money then, 
and help a poor pal out... 

Chauley’s head pulsed and his stomach ached. 

It hurt, to lose so much so quickly and so young. 
Like he had literally fallen from the sky and hit the 
concrete paving with a bounce. Not that it was 
anyone’s fault but his own. There were other ways 
this could have all played out, outcomes that didn’t 
involve being hounded across the city without a full 


D-coin to his name. Chauley wasn’t all that clear in 
his head why he had finally decided to call Missy-D 
and spill everything over the Freenet, at least not 
now in the heat of the chase with the fear of capture 
or worse coursing through him. But it had involved 
watching Missy-D’s show on his Slate in the safety of 
his stealth camp earlier in the day, and some inner 
reaction to her talk about the latest Peace and Unity 
Award being handed to a celebrity movie producer 
who Chauley happened to Know was a purely evil 
bastard. 

At some point, Chauley had just snapped and 
called the show. 

And now here he was, so far out of his depth 
there was no way of turning back any more, only of 
pressing forwards into the unknown. 

It had been the same a month earlier when 
Chauley had decided to walk out on his life of fame 
and riches; the boy star couldn’t recall exactly why 
he had finally chosen to make a break for it, though 
again his illicit access to the Freenet had a large part 
to play in the matter, and his exposure to its head- 
Slaying culture of truth-telling and exposure of 
official lies. There were also all those late nights 
chatting anonymously with freelifers living here on 
Spin City, and getting to find out about a way of life 
that was possible outside the madness of the 
system. They had shown him how to hack the 
Regulator chip in his hand so he could switch it off at 
any time. For a price, they had even sold him a few 
Specialised groundwear hats to block the worst of 


the entrainment waves all around him, which worked 
so well he began to wear them even in his sleep. 

As young Chauley’s head began to finally clear - 
probably for the first time time in his short life - the 
darkness of his world became more and more 
apparent in the light of so many dawning truths. 

Slowly, inevitably, a new Chauley and a new 
reality began to appear from behind the illusions of 
the old. 

He had always been good at looking at the bigger 
picture. Now, young Chauley could see how he and 
everyone else had been raised to be fools and 
Slaves ignorant of their true self-interests as 
conscious human beings, indeed even to be hostile 
to them. And it was no accident either. What 
Chauley had often sensed without knowing why - 
that something was not quite right with his world - 
and what freelifers were constantly saying, was real 
after all. Chauley could see it for himself now - like a 
veil being removed from his eyes - in the very 
industry he had been born into, the business of 
making movies and stars. 

The revelations had come fast and hard. He 
began to realise how people he knew were not what 
they appeared to be; decisions made not what they 
seemed. Double lives and deeper agendas had been 
at play all along, and only his mindwashing from 
birth had prevented him from seeing what was right 
before him. As the pieces began to fall into place, 
Chauley could see how what had once seemed 
random or simply strange to him was actually the 
concerted movements of an unseen shadowy force, 


of which many of the people he thought he knew 
were a part of, even - he was to discover to his 
horror - his own mother. 

A Power Cult of diabolical intent. A covert force of 
overlapping interests existing under various guises, 
secretly in control of everything across the Spectrum 
- the very architects of the New Order. A cult that 
Chauley himself would have been raised within if not 
for the forceful wishes of his mostly absentee father, 
now deceased. 

From God Kings to famous actors, from corporate 
leaders to doctors to school admins, they formed a 
network of occultists from top to bottom in every 
walk of life - people who pretended to be one thing 
their entire lives while slyly signalling to each other 
In signs and wonders, casting their spells of 
deception upon the unsuspecting populations 
around them. 

Masters of illusion, lovers of lies, they had spun 
the very illusions that bound everyone as slaves 
while thinking they were free, for this was how the 
Cult ruled across the worlds, through flattery and 
clever deceptions and turning everything upside 
down. As a doctrine, they even believed their own 
lies, asserting not only that reality could be shaped 
by lies, but if believed in hard enough, /ies could 
become reality. 

It was mind blowing, revelation after revelation. 
The more that Chauley searched for the real behind 
the unreal, the more he was amazed by the sheer 
immensity of lies that helped to shape society. It 
seemed hard to find anything really true out there at 


all. He had been raised in a culture of deceit so 
complete it had swallowed everyone and everything 
into its maw, even history itself; an entirely fake 
reality in which all that everyone held to be true was 
in fact upside down and inverted from the truth. 

They had indeed cast reality itself into a lie. 

‘You know,’ young Chauley said, swerving around 
a plodding civilian clad in a full uppertorso bio- 
hazard hood with flashing warning lights and 
proximity alarms; someone terrified of deadly 
viruses that likely did not even exist. ‘Early in life 
they try to tell you there’s really no such thing as 
truth. It’s all just ... you know ... whatever you think 
is true is your truth, you know?’ 

‘| know,’ replied Missy. ‘It’s madness, it really is. | 
ask folk all the time what truth is, even freelifers, 
and they’ll tell me anything but the plain simple 
answer. It’s like a spell, like everyone’s been made to 
forget or something. So | often feel the need to 
remind them how truth isn’t an opinion. Truth is 
reality. Truth is two plus two equals four. Truth is 
what really is 

‘Yeah yeah. And lies are different. Lies are the 
opposite. Because they’re not based on what’s real, 
lies can be anything you want them to be. So there’s 
no end to lies.’ 

‘Exactly!’ Missy exhaled an excited breath of air. 
‘You know, if you don’t mind me saying so Chauley, 
you make a great conversationalist for a twelve year 
old boy. I’m guessing they must have packed your 
genetics with all the special stuff when they brewed 
you up for the entertainment biz.’ 


‘Are you asking me out on a date?’ 

She laughed. Missy-D had a pretty laugh, higher 
in note than he would have expected for her 
otherwise husky voice. 

‘We shouldn’t even joke about that, Chauley. 
Considering the subject mater of some of our talk so 
far.’ 

‘Well, that’s a polite no if ever | heard one.’ 

He could hear the smile in Missy’s silence even 
though he couldn’t see her. It felt good to make a 
human connection with someone just then, even 
with a relative stranger on the end of a narrowing 
Freenet connection; felt like a hand gripping his own 
while a raging torrent of consequences tried to 
sweep him away. 

With the sun fully fallen now, a brief twilight 
gathered across the world; darkness pooled in the 
Shadows of things while the sky grew ever more 
deeper. Almost instantly the air had grown chilly. 
Steam appeared from every source of heat, 
including masked mouths. All around Chauley, the 
lights of the city began to brighten and sparkle from 
corporate outlets and the big holo-adverts that 
arched above the road, illuminating cars and the 
brushed-crystal surfaces of the street and the 
ghastly covered faces of passers-by. Trying not to 
look behind him too often, the boy walked past rows 
of Star Booths filled with kneeling people bowing to 
miniature holo-gurus, seeking advice and fortunes 
from their favourite Aerologists at various call-rates a 
minute; outdoor eateries where insects were all they 
sold behind teeming vats of the living versions; zoo 


brothels with windows of glass-caged animals and 
manimals for hourly hire. 

He needed somewhere quiet to gather his 
thoughts, but he wasn’t going to find it out in these 
streets. Out here was only noise and bustle and 
confusion, with a thousand holo-signs competing for 
his attention so that not even his eyes could find a 
place of rest; commercials for crap he didn’t need 
but also infosigns for propaganda he didn’t wish 
infecting his head. Chauley knew that if you paid 
attention to even one of those infosigns, you started 
paying attention to all of them, and then you were 
lost. 

Stay safe, stay alone! 

Privacy Is for the guilty-minded. 

Be a hero, report the rule breakers. 

Unsolicited talk is harassment. 

Unlawful opinions risk lives. 

You are anything you wish to be. Just be it. 

Chauley tore his gaze away. 

Just ahead, a pink-haired girl spotted a Lucky 
Stepping Stone on the paving in front of her, and 
was quick enough to hop with both feet onto the 
hologram of a flashing red cherry before it 
disappeared. As holo-fireworks shot up around her 
and numerous Credits were shown to be filling up 
her Mainline account, she screamed delightedly and 
flung her head backwards and gave thanks and 
praises to the gleaming star in the sky that was the 
God King’s orbital palace, Anubu. 

Chauley shuddered as though from the cold, 
though it was only a kind of revulsion from 


everything he saw through eyes only freshly opened 
to the real. 

At last he checked behind again, and for a 
moment failed to spot the drone pursuing him. For a 
few seconds his spirits were revived by sudden hope 
- but then he glimpsed the orange ball bobbing over 
the crowd and his heart sank to where it had been 
before, if not lower. 

In his haste, he had lost track of where he was in 
the city or indeed where he was going, but Chauley 
put his head down again resolutely, and kept going 
that way anyway. 


. 


‘Do you have faith, Chauley?’ Missy-D murmured as 
though reading the desperate impetus of his mind. 
‘Is that what keeps you going?’ 

But Chauley almost laughed. Missy would be 
asking if he believed in God next. We// sure | do, 
Missy. | believe in all the crazy God Kings who rule 
across the Spectrum. | believe in crazy little Wan 
Willi, tiny ruler of this tiny world, who tried to bed 
me last year after an after-show party ... 

‘l’m not sure what keeps me going, Missy, other 
than what keeps most people going - just a dazzling 
sense of my own Self-importance.’ 

But he regretted saying the words as soon as he 
spoke them. Being glib about the matter of faith was 


hardly the smartest move with some of these 
freelifers. 

When Chauley had first stumbled upon the 
Freenet, he’d been surprised by how many freelifers 
were actually true-believing Saints of the Way, those 
fanatical followers of the Most High and the alleged 
incarnation of His Son - a people outlawed across 
the Spectrum of the New Order for refusing to 
worship the God Kings’ reign. Not that all freelifers 
were of that persuasion, only a minority really, a 
remnant, but still, Chauley had to remind himself to 
be polite around these folk. They were not like the 
world he had just stepped out from. 

No, it wasn’t faith in God that had made him take 
the leap from his old life of fame and riches into this 
new existence of privation and hardship; a life where 
Chauley could experience the delights of hiding 
constantly from the city Watchgrid and mindwashed 
citizens for fear of being arrested for sleeping rough. 
Maybe if he had known what he knew now, he never 
would have gone through with giving it up. All he 
could say was that something irresistible had seized 
him on that fateful, final morning of his old life when 
he had answered the phone and heard the news 
that would change his prospects forever: the news 
about his mother - who also happened to be his 
manager - being dead. 

Almost immediately, he had been hit by a 
Sudden, equally unexpected feeling of having 
suddenly been set free. 

Yet that hardly explained his reaction in the heat 
of the moment. At that point, awake to the world 


and finally released from his handler, his mother, 
why hadn’t Chauley just followed the course of 
many a secret freelifer across the Spectrum, and 
simply kept his head down, staying quiet about what 
he really knew of the world so he could enjoy the 
comforts and security of his lifestyle within the 
system? 

Instead, in a single morning of madness, Chauley 
had burned his bridges and walked clear of it all, 
choosing the risks of the road and the open rooftop 
and a way of life almost as outlawed as the crazy 
Saints, to live as a freelifer. In the process 
relinquishing the majority of his fortune - his billions 
of Creds in his many Mainline banking accounts and 
stock portfolios - in return for a few anonymous D- 
accounts holding some similarly anonymous D-coins 
instead. 

This last month had been a steep learning curve, 
to say the least. He’d learned the hard way after 
being robbed more than once and being discovered 
and chased from some poorly chosen camping spots 
early on. But finally, after some time of feeling 
hopeless and lost, a couple of friendly freelifers had 
helped him to get properly set up with the gear he 
needed, including some seeds for planting wild food 
and methods of purifying captured rainwater, and 
had advised him on suitable spots for the wild urban 
Camping he would need to be doing if he hoped to 
Survive. 

That was how Chauley had ended up stealth 
camping on the rooftop of a pet hotel for the 
previous few weeks of living free, using a stealth 


tent fitted with a holo-emitter to hide his position. A 
most excellent spot, it turned out, sound for urban 
camping; the rooftop being slightly higher than the 
buildings immediately around it, and never visited 
by maintenance or anyone else. Yet even there he 
had eventually been discovered - only this morning 
in fact, only a few hours ago, when the little orange 
drone-blimp had first come _ sniffing around his 
location. 

Probably that was another lesson to be learned 
the hard way. Never broadcast a signal from your 
hidden den, not even anonymously with a 
Supposedly scrambled connection. Chauley had 
barely been ten minutes into his Freenet interview 
with Missy-D when he had spotted the orange mini- 
blimp through one of the windows of his dome tent. 
In a fluster, he’d scampered to the window as the 
blimp turned its nose scanner this way and that in 
an effort to locate his supposedly-shielded phone 
Signal. 

Chauley was almost surprised it had taken them 
so long to finally track him down. By then over a 
million listeners were tuned to Missy-D’s livefeed 
and their ongoing conversation, with that number 
continuing to soar, and all of this on layers of the 
Freenet which spanned multiple worlds of the New 
Order - worlds where isolated freelifers still somehow 
held on despite being embedded in populations of 
the living dead. Thrilled by the numbers, Missy-D 
had claimed it to be her largest interview ever, 
maybe the largest on the Freenet ever. It was an 
event, no doubt about it - who would have thought 


that even with all the mindwashing and entrainment 
out there, all the Regulated tracking and all the 
intolerance to privacy, that at least a million people 
across the Spectrum still remained awake and alive? 

Just before Chauley could turn off his phone 
connection, a throbbing pain hit him full in the head. 
He felt a sweeping pulsed energy wave make his 
whole body tingle from skin to bone, and then 
Chauley leapt from his den an instant before the 
tent burst into flames. 

He didn’t stay to watch it burn, the only true 
home he had ever known. 

‘Anyway, where were we on the _ spill list?’ 
Chauley asked with a desperate grin, feeling a little 
giddy, a little intoxicated, from what he was doing 
and saying so freely over the open airwaves. ‘What 
did | say was next?’ 

‘Snuffer films,’ Missy-D said quietly, respectively. 
‘You mentioned how you saw people watching 
snuffer films at some of the after-after-parties you 
sometimes attended.’ 

‘Oh yeah. Friends of mine. Mostly people | worked 
with in the movie biz. The powerful ones who turned 
out to be into the really scary stuff that snapped me 
awake in the end. Sometimes, I’d overhear them 
talking some really strange things about their Power 
Meetings. That’s what they called them in their Cult 
- whenever they dressed up and got together for 
their rituals and their human sacrifices. They called 
them Power Meetings.’ 

‘What an interesting choice of words.’ 


‘Yeah. Well, sometimes people would film what 
took place at those things, and that would become a 
snuffer film, or sometimes people would just set out 
to make a snuffer film, and do all the horrible things 
for the sake of the camera, and then sell the results. 
Using children, usually. Boys and girls younger than 
me. Babies even. There’s big money to be made 
from it. The sicker the action, the better. Some 
people in the movie business earned more from that 
side of things than the actual big budget industry 
movies they knocked out every year. Yet the 
Authorities, the Law and the Media, they all pretend 
like it never happens, like it’s just a myth, or 
hysteria, or fantasy, when really it’s happening al// 
the time!’ 

‘We're pushing the envelope now,’ breathed 
Missy-D into her microphone. ‘These are things you 
never hear talked about on 3V, or in books and 
movies. And hardly surprising, either. Not when one 
considers who it is who owns all of the industries, 
including the above. You have any names for us, 
Chauley? Any of these criminals need exposing to 
the light?’ 

‘Sure | do. I’d have to say that Hunter S. Thomas 
was the one | heard the most about ...’ 

‘Wow ... You mean the Hunter S. Thomas? 
Superfreak druggie and writer?’ 

‘The one and only.’ 

‘Wow. He died only recently, didn’t he?’ 

‘Yeah, he did. Well, he always liked to act like he 
was this big writer and influencer, the coolest weirdo 
across the Spectrum, when really he was just the 


most famous underground maker of snuffer movies 
ever. | mean, the Power Cult paid him fortunes for 
the snuffer movies he made for them over the years. 
And they paid him because he was a real sicko 
genius at making those types of films. And since the 
Power Cult owns the movie industry like they own 
everything else, they paid him double by making 
him into a hero through those movies they made 
about his creepy life. They paid him double fortunes 
in money and reputation, but if you knew the things 
he’d done to people, peop! of all ages, you’d throw 
up. And that’s the movie business right there. 
Turning the world upside down, so the ones 
celebrated the highest are the most twisted and 
lowest people of all.’ 

‘Wow wow wow. That reminds me of the actor 
who always plays Hunter in those movies about his 
life, Tommy Dipp. A man who seems to fancy himself 
even more than his billions of besotted fans do.’ 

‘Sure, yeah, Dipp’s a big part of that scene too, 
whenever he’s not too busy preening himself. | 
heard he’d starred in some of the snuffer movies 
himself just because his idol Hunter asked him to. 
That’s just a rumour but still, it makes sense - there’s 
a lot of gossip in the industry that he’s big time into 
Chicken too ...’ 

‘Did you Say -’ 

‘Hang on.’ 

Chauley’s heart had just skipped a beat. 

Up ahead, another small orange drone-blimp was 
coming towards him over the bobbing heads of 
civilians, obviously scanning everyone’s_ digital 


communications as it went. Young Chauley stopped 
dead, thinking of his stealth tent bursting into 
flames and how he might be next. He glanced about 
for help from his fellow mankind, but it was 
hopeless. No one would help him even if he asked 
for it, least of all the group of masked monks 
stepping past with their chimes and their animated 
rainbow cloaks, chanting prayers for the God Kings 
and the Blessed Church of the Multifaith. He glanced 
at the corporate storefronts, but they offered no 
refuge either. They would toss him out the instant 
they scanned his near-empty account on the 
Mainline. 

Frantically, Chauley sought some place to run, 
but instead spotted his own face arching for metres 
over the lanes of purring road traffic, grinning that 
famous grin in a short running segment from his 
latest and last movie, Bug Brats 2. And then the 
holo-image changed to a blond and perky news 
reader, with a caption about the famous child star 
Chauley-Chauley going missing from his downtown 
mini-mansion without a trace several weeks earlier. 
It was the same story that had been running for 
weeks, except now, suddenly, it ran with the added 
detail that he was rumoured to be dead, maybe 
even found burned to death ... 

With a growl the boy broke from the spell and 
darted into a smaller pedestrian sidestreet, shaking 
hard from fear. Calm yourself, he willed, and slowed 
down before he gave himself away to the city 
Watchgrid. 


‘Still with us Chauley?’ 

‘Still here,’ he gasped. ‘What was | just talking 
about, before | was interrupted?’ 

‘| think, maybe, you were about to tell our 
listeners what chicken means in those higher-up 
power circles you've been exposing?’ 

‘Well, chicken means children, Missy. That’s what 
they call children who they ... want. | was famous 
chicken, a child star from an early age, so they used 
me and mindwashed me but they made sure not to 
leave any visible bruises, so to speak. | guess they 
thought | was one of them, or was in the process of 
becoming on of them, and | just kind of played along 
for as long as | could before | had to split. Don’t get 
me wrong. I’m hardly a saint. In a different life | 
might have been one of them myself. If it wasn’t for 
my father, even though he was rarely around, my 
mother would have made me a part of it from birth 
too. But thanks to my father, | had other options still 
left open to me.’ 

‘And so that’s why you vanished from the scene?’ 

‘| guess. | mean, listen. The movie business isn’t 
at all what it pretends to be. Most of the stars are 
born into the Cult at birth. And the movie industry 
acts like a pimp between its stars and the super- 
Super-powertul billionaire Cultists who run the New 
Order. That’s how it works. Even the youngest stars 
are used in this way. In fact that’s how these people 


high in the Power Cult prefer them. They prefer 
chicken. Chicken like me, get it?’ 

‘Sure.’ 

‘So | guess at some point | just had enough. And 
knowing how you don’t get to walk out on these 
Cultists alive, | just vanished. | gave it all up to live 
on the streets as a Freelifer, for as long as | could get 
away with it.’ 

‘Well amen to that, little brother.’ 

Behind him, one of the drone blimps had turned 
into the sidestreet and was following Chauley’s 
course slighter faster than his own brisk walk. The 
boy dared to walk a little faster too, having to dodge 
around a manimal doorman suddenly in his way - a 
big ape in a uniform and hat. 

‘Hey,’ gruffed the ape. 

Ahead, a siren grew louder and Chauley hunched 
down behind his holo-mask. Fear constricted his 
throat like a snake. 

Where was he going, anyway? Chauley still didn’t 
know. Just keep walking and talking, he told himself, 
until he could do it no longer. 

‘And | wouldn’t change it for anything,’ he said 
coolly, confidently, since if the child star known as 
Chauley-Chauley knew anything at all, it was how to 
act under pressure. ‘Someone has to stand for truth, 
whatever the risks. Whatever the dangers.’ He 
paused. He was bigging himself up again, he 
realised. Yet just then the boy yearned to be more 
real than that. ‘Besides, whatever happens, | 
probably deserve it for being such an asshole over 


the years as the big famous movie star who had to 
have everything his own way. The Tantrum Child.’ 

‘Well, you’re only twelve, Chauley. | wouldn’t go 
so hard on yourself ...’ 

But for a moment Chauley stopped listening. The 
siren really was getting closer. Maybe it was only a 
Medical Wagon responding to a heart attack or a 
stroke; though maybe, instead, it was a Rapid Action 
& Tactics team on its way to silence him, and maybe 
they were emitting all kinds of entrainment waves to 
panic the guilty-minded in the local crowds and to 
Shake him out - certainly, some people ahead in the 
Street were acting mighty jumpy all of a sudden. 
Chauley was largely protected from entrainment 
fields by the shielded hat on his head. Even so, as 
the horrible wail grew louder and louder his nerves 
finally snapped anyway, and the boy found himself 
turning into the first darkened alleyway he came to, 
not thinking how he would lose the electro-cover of 
the crowds by doing so. 

In the gloom, Chauley’s booted feet kicked 
cardboard boxes out of the way, scattering a few 
rats from bags of refuse. A faint shout stopped him 
and he peered ahead. Further along the alley 
roamed a group of figures shining torches and 
yelling and kicking at piles of bagged rubbish. More 
figures scampered along the rooftops over their 
heads. 

A jiver gang, hoping to drive out some unlucky 
freelifers and escaped slaves for the Bloody 
Season’s month-long need for sacrifices. 


Of all the nights to be abroad, this was probably 
one of the worst for a twelve-year-old boy on his 
own. 

‘Wow, we've just hit two million listeners,’ 
exclaimed Missy-D into his earpip. 

‘Yeah?’ 

Chauley gasped as one of the jiver gang turned 
his head and spotted him. Slowly, the boy backed 
out of the alleyway. 

‘| know you're used to Dbi/lions of viewers for your 
films, but this is a lot for us freelifers here on our 
little open-source, highly prohibited Freenet. | mean 
this is big. It looks like every freelifer out there wants 
to hear your story of becoming one of us. A lot of 
people thought you had been kidnapped or worse, 
yet here you are, sharing your thoughts with us. 
Simply amazing.’ 

Maybe the drone had caught a whisper of his 
phone signal again, because the orange ball 
suddenly jetted closer towards him. Chauley skipped 
ahead of a group of drunken tourists so the drone 
Slowed to scan each of their mobile signals in turn. 

‘That’s great. Really. Listen, I’m not sure how 
much longer I'll be able to keep on broadcasting 
here. Feels like they’re closing in all around me now.’ 

‘Hey, you go any time you need to, you hear? 
Any last words before you leave us?’ 

‘Well, my last movie has just come out, Bug Brats 
2. I'd ask everyone not to go and see it. It’s terrible. 
It’s probably what finally broke me, really.’ 

‘Better not let the movie’s director hear you say 
that,’ Missy quipped. ‘Now that | think about it, 


Steelderg’s probably the one tracking you right now. 
He’s probably angry that -’ 

Suddenly Missy-D’s voice ceased in his ear to be 
replaced by the hum of a broken signal. 

Chauley frowned, though he was _§ hardly 
Surprised. 

All around him people were stopping and 
frowning at their dead Slates or playing with their 
Silent phonepips. A dampening field had just been 
cast over the entire area. 

Chauley looked up - for no reason he could 
discern except for a soft breeze playing across his 
neck - and saw a full-sized blimp drifting directly 
over the street, large enough that its dark and 
bulbous body filled the starry night sky between the 
buildings along both sides. The blimp appeared to 
be manned, at least if the bright windows were 
anything to go by, and even as he watched, beams 
of blue light started stabbing down from its belly. 

Oh crap. 

Anti-hologram beams, it would seem, because in 
the very next moment his holo-mask went down, 
and despite his dishevelled appearance Chauley 
was recognised pretty much instantly by a group of 
tourists walking towards him. The group screamed in 
Startled delight and flapped their hands, men and 
women alike. And then a= spotlight fixed on 


Chauley’s uncovered features - features made 
famous on countless worlds to countless billions of 
people - and yet more tourists shrieked in 


excitement, and the former child star froze where he 


stood, so caught in the trap that he was quite 
unable to move. 

‘Chauley-Chauley! a voice rang out from a 
loudspeaker on the blimp, and every head in the 
crowd turned his way. ‘For your own health and 
Safety, you are asked to remain where you stand 
while we come and retrieve you.’ 

For all his vaunted coolness, young Chauley 
quaked where he stood. 

He was so stunned right then, he might not have 
even noticed the door opening right beside him, if 
not for all the hot air that suddenly spilled out and 
enveloped his shivering body like a warm embrace. 
It was the side entrance to an airbus terminal, and 
when he saw what it was young Chauley staggered 
through it like a boy escaping a howling storm. At 
once his holo-face returned to him, and Chauley 
pushed through crowds of people oblivious to his 
presence, ignoring the screams coming from behind. 

An airbus, he thought. An airbus will get me out 
of this mess. Quickly, Chauley found a bank of 
screens that displayed all the destinations available 
from the station, and he craned his next to scan 
them all. 

Wondering where to go, Chauley took out his 
phone and checked his anonymous D-wallet, only to 
remember that he was down to his last microcoins in 
Freenet currency. Once converted through a tumbler 
into officially-usable Credits, they would be worth a 
mere eighty-eighty microcreds in small-change. 

He was more poor than he had ever been in his 
entire short life. Poor enough he could barely even 


afford a ride on an airbus to the next stop. It was 
enough to make a boy cry. 

With smarting, blinking eyes, Chauley looked 
back up and noticed a flickering digit on one of the 
displays. It was the fare price for a destination, 
changing downwards even as he watched it - down 
So far it fell from Credits into microcreds - until finally 
it settled on a ridiculously low number. 

Eighty-Eighty microcredits read the new fare. The 
exact amount in his wallet. 

Space Port, read the destination beside the 
amount. 

Chauley blinked hard. 

‘Huh. ' 


TO BE CONTINUED ... 
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